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    Legend of the Five Rings


    The realm of Rokugan is a land of samurai, courtiers, and mystics, dragons, magic, and divine beings – a world where honor is stronger than steel.


    The Seven Great Clans have defended and served the Emperor of the Emerald Empire for a thousand years, in battle and at the imperial court. While conflict and political intrigue divide the clans, the true threat awaits in the darkness of the Shadowlands, behind the vast Kaiu Wall. There, in the twisted wastelands, an evil corruption endlessly seeks the downfall of the empire.


    The rules of Rokugani society are strict. Uphold your honor, lest you lose everything in pursuit of glory.
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    Chapter One


    Golden Frog Dojo


    Daidoji Shin sighed and snapped open his fan. The humidity was stultifying this late in the day, and the smell of the river was pervasive. The heat made it worse; everything on this side of the river stank of fish and mud.


    Shin was slim, handsome, and white-haired, the epitome of a Crane courtier in his finest azure robes. Silk, of course; it made the heat bearable, if only just. His bench creaked beneath him as he tried to find a more comfortable sitting position. Around him, the small crowd gave a subdued cheer as two new contestants entered the sumai circle and fell into the traditional preparatory squat.


    The circle, made from partially buried rice-straw bales, sat in front of the dojo proper at the center of the proving ground. The circle was surrounded by students acting as attendants and sumai wrestlers sitting on stools, awaiting their turn.


    Hard, wooden benches had been arranged at irregular intervals around the circle, for the exclusive use of the few observers present. Normally, the crowd for a sumai tournament was quite substantial. In this case, however, the tournament was an informal one, and attendance was by special invitation only.


    As such the audience was small; barely thirty people in total, counting Shin. Most of them were local merchants, but there were a few higher-ranking individuals scattered throughout. Their servants and bodyguards lounged behind the benches or stood off to the side, talking quietly amongst themselves.


    Inside the circle, two large individuals met with a slap of flesh and a crash of bone. Shin winced at the impact. Sumai was, at its heart, a duel of skill and strength – flesh against flesh, rather than steel against steel. He gave his fan a forceful flutter, causing the metal tines to rattle. It did little to help and he folded it shut with another sigh. “Any sign of her?” he murmured to his companion.


    Hiramori Kasami grunted. “No.” She stood at attention beside his seat, her arms crossed over her chest. She’d forgone full armor – under protest – and wore only robes emblazoned with the Daidoji sigil. But she’d brought her weapons, obviously. Few things short of the kami themselves could part Kasami from the tools of her trade.


    A child of the Uebe Marshes, she’d been born a vassal of the Daidoji and trained to serve them in all things. At the moment, that service consisted solely of keeping Shin from suffering the consequences of his own actions. It was not a service she particularly enjoyed, as she was often at pains to remind him, but she performed it admirably. She grunted again and shifted her weight slightly. “We should leave.”


    “That would be rude, after all the trouble Lady Minami went to in order to invite me.” Lady Akodo Minami was the current commander of the Lion garrison that controlled one-third of the City of the Rich Frog. The note she’d sent had been written in a battlefield cipher commonly used by the Akodo. He felt a flutter of satisfaction as he thought of it; Minami had obviously assumed he was clever enough to decipher her message. She was definitely thawing toward him.


    “It might be an ambush,” Kasami said, watching the match. Shin couldn’t tell whether she was enjoying herself, but given that it involved violence, he suspected she was.


    “Yes, the Lion are traditionally known for their ambushes.”


    “They are soldiers,” Kasami said, glancing at him. “Soldiers do what they must.”


    “Yes. And as Lady Minami is a soldier, she must have a very good reason for inviting me to this gathering.” He tapped his robes, where the folded note lay concealed. “I don’t know about you, but I’m very curious to find out what it is.”


    “It will mean trouble,” Kasami persisted stubbornly.


    “Quite possibly. But things were getting a trifle boring, don’t you think?”


    “No.” Kasami paused. “Boring is good.”


    “So you do agree,” Shin said, smiling slightly.


    Kasami growled wordlessly and looked away. Shin let his smile fade. Scoring points against Kasami was of limited entertainment value these days. Especially when she was right. It might well be an ambush. A clever ruse, devised by an unknown foe to draw him out.


    It was an invigorating thought. He’d never imagined he might have enemies one day; angry husbands, yes… angry wives, also yes, but real enemies? He shivered slightly, delighted. His grandfather had a saying – a man measures his worth in the curses of his enemies. If so, Shin’s worth had increased quite a lot in recent days.


    Of late, he’d begun to make a name for himself as a solver of puzzles, discreet or otherwise. Thefts, disappearances… even the odd murder. That sort of thing got around. People talked. Other people listened. Then they came to him. It was to be expected.


    A wiser man would have stopped. But Shin had come to realize that he quite enjoyed investigating the conundrums that crossed his path. They provided him with an outlet, a way of using his mind for something other than the tedious travails of a courtier’s life. The mysteries he investigated had become his whetstone, for the sharpening of his wits. Much as dojos like this one were for the sharpening of a warrior’s skills.


    There were quite a few dojos in the city. He knew only a few of them by name. Rich Frog Dojo, located on the eastern bank of the river in the Lion district, was the best-known dojo in the city, with an emphasis on the martial teachings of Ikoma. There was also the Silk Frog Dojo, run by the Badger clan, which sat in the Lion District as well.


    This one – the Golden Frog, so named because of the gold paint that covered the gates and roof of the dojo – occupied an innocuous side street near the Unicorn district. Despite that, it wasn’t run by the Unicorn, but the Kaeru ronin clan.


    The Kaeru technically owed no allegiance to anyone save the Imperial Miya family – and that only because the Miya were willing to pay the Kaeru’s quite frankly exorbitant asking price. Given the city’s tripartite nature – ostensibly split between the Unicorn, the Lion and the Dragon – the Kaeru’s position as enforcers of the imperial will made them all the stronger. The other clans jockeyed for the favor of the ronin in a variety of matters; everything from shipping schedules to warehouse expansion.


    The Kaeru, for their part, were careful not to abuse this privilege overmuch. Shin found them a pragmatic bunch on the whole. By and large, they were mainly interested in maintaining the status quo and keeping the port open for trade, which suited both he and the Daidoji Trading Council just fine.


    He couldn’t help but wonder why Minami had chosen this dojo for their meeting, rather than one in the Lion district. Was she trying to avoid prying eyes? If so, why meet in the open at all? The more he thought about it, the more curious he became. Whatever Minami’s reasons, they were bound to be interesting, if nothing else.


    A bead of sweat rolled down beneath the collar of his robe. He snapped his fan open again as one of the contestants stumbled from the circle in a most ungraceful fashion. The winner raised his arms in victory, and Shin applauded politely. “Luck,” Kasami muttered.


    Shin glanced at her. “Was it?”


    “Obviously. His opponent slipped. They were evenly matched until then.” She sneered. “As I said, luck.”


    “But is luck not a part of any fight?” a rough voice interjected. Kasami stiffened, her expression turning sour. Shin turned to see a louche Ujik, dressed in rough, dark robes bearing the insignia of the Badger, standing nearby. The man’s hair was bound up in an informal topknot, and he was unshaven. Like Kasami, he was armed, albeit with one of the curved blades favored by the steppe riders.


    “Then,” he continued, “I am but a simple nomad, and see these things differently than civilized persons.” The nomad smiled and sketched a bow just shy of disrespectful in Shin’s direction. “Lord Shin, Gota bid me bring you his greetings. So… greetings.”


    “Hello, Arban. As always, it is a delight to see you.” Shin gave his fan a desultory twitch, warding off the smell of milk and meat that emanated from the Ujik. He half-suspected that Arban bathed in horse milk, if he bothered to bathe at all.


    He rose from his bench, searching for the Ujik’s master and caught sight of the broad, sturdy form of Ichiro Gota standing near the ring. Gota caught Shin’s gaze and waved a weighty paw in invitation. Shin returned the gesture with his fan and looked at Kasami. “Gota looks like he wants to chat. Keep your eyes peeled for our tardy lioness while I go be social.”


    Arban looked at Kasami, who was doing her best to ignore him. “Don’t worry. I’ll keep her company.”


    Kasami pointed to the other side of the bench without looking at the nomad. “Go sit over there and don’t talk to me.”


    Arban grinned and sat in Shin’s vacated spot. “Here’ll do me, thank you.”


    Shin left them to it and ambled toward Gota. The Badger was easily upset and if he’d gone to the trouble of making an official greeting, he might take offense if Shin chose not to reciprocate. As he walked, his eyes strayed to the circle, and the match taking place. Once, his first impulse would have been to see if there were any wagers going. These days, the urge was still there but not the boredom that had been its impetus. He had new vices to indulge in. What were games of chance next to the risk of running a theater? What was reading the faces of your opponents next to matching wits with thieves and murderers?


    “I thought that was you, Gota,” Shin said as he joined the Badger. “You look well.”


    “Thinking of becoming a patron of one of the local stables, Crane?” Gota rumbled without preamble. The Badger’s stubborn refusal to bend to propriety was one of the reasons Shin liked him. “Gods know some of them need it. Between them, the Lion and the Unicorn gobble up all the decent wrestlers in the city.” A nearby wrestler grunted at this and Gota gave him a friendly thump on the shoulder. “No offense.”


    “It’s a tempting thought, but I’m afraid my plate is rather full these days, what with the theater and all.” Shin knew that while most sumai stables were attached to a dojo, they were expensive to maintain, even for dojos with clan backing. Private patrons were necessary to keeping a stable well fed and fit for action.


    Gota waved this aside. “Nonsense! It’s not like you have to do anything really. Just provide a bit of money, and we both know you have plenty of that.” The Badger paused. “That said, I am hearing stories that a certain auditor is still prowling about.”


    Shin frowned. “Lord Kenzō you mean?” Junichi Kenzō was ostensibly an auditor sent by the Daidoji Trading Council to inspect his finances; he was also a spy, looking to report on any shameful activity on Shin’s part, presumably to the council, though Shin had a suspicion that the auditor was reporting to his grandfather as well.


    Shin had managed to distract Kenzō for a time by unleashing him on the Foxfire Theater’s account books, which had been in a less than optimal state when he’d purchased the business. But that hadn’t occupied him for long.


    “That’s the bird,” Gota said.


    “When you say prowling about, what do you mean exactly?” Shin asked. That Kenzō was still here, months after the fact, was somewhat alarming and he was doing his best not to think about it. If he just ignored the man, the whole mess might blow over. Unless it didn’t, in which case he was definitely going to be in trouble.


    Gota sniffed. “Word is, he’s been talking to anyone and everyone who’s had any sort of financial dealings with you. Threatening them with repercussions from that blasted Trading Council of yours if they refuse to discuss matters with him.” He eyed Shin with amused suspicion. “Any idea why that might be?”


    “No, though rest assured I will certainly ask him next time I see him.”


    Gota chuckled and thumped him on the back. “Say no more, Crane. I’m a merchant myself. I know how these things go. You’ll get no judgement from me.”


    Shin cleared his throat. “Yes, well… are you here acting as a patron?” he asked, quickly changing the subject. “Or, you were a wrestler in your youth, as I recall – planning a return to the circle?”


    Gota laughed harshly and slapped his ample stomach. It sounded like a drum. “No. My best years are behind me. I’m here for my niece.” He indicated a young woman sitting nearby, her full concentration directed toward the match taking place. She was tall and broad, built for battle or the sumai circle. “Fureheshu Reo. Trained her myself. Got a grip like iron and better balance than a cat. She’ll go far, if she gets the opportunity.”


    “Fureheshu,” Shin repeated. “Brewers, aren’t they?”


    Gota glanced at him. “Yes, though most don’t know that.” Shin smiled. What he meant was that most didn’t know that the Badger had more than one family.


    “Well, she looks quite imposing, if I do say so. I… ah.” He paused as he caught sight of Kasami signaling him. “My apologies, Gota, but I’ve just remembered why I’m here. Tell your niece I wish her luck.”


    He strode away quickly, and, following his bodyguard’s gestures, saw Lady Minami walking across the proving ground toward the benches, trailed as ever by her own bodyguard, Yoku. Shin hurried to intercept her. “Lady Minami, you do me a great honor by inviting me here,” he called out, even as Yoku stepped between them.


    “Lord Shin,” Minami replied, in strained greeting. “You came.”


    “I did. How could I not?” He sketched a low bow, deeper than was strictly warranted, and highly visible given their surroundings. Minami gestured sharply.


    “Stop it, Shin,” she hissed. “I am trying to be subtle.” She gestured to a nearby bench, and he followed her over. In the circle, two wrestlers strained against one another.


    “And failing miserably,” he said, cheerfully, as they sat. “But do not let it worry you unduly. We all have our weaknesses. Oh look, that fellow has fallen out of the circle. How embarrassing for him.” He paused, as a thought occurred to him. “You used my name. No honorific.”


    “I did,” Minami admitted. She grimaced and looked away. “We know each other well enough now, I suppose, that titles are simply a conversational encumbrance.”


    Shin studied her for a moment, bemused. “Are you saying we’re friends?”


    “No!”


    “Then we’re not friends?”


    “No,” Minami repeated. A gong sounded, signaling the beginning of a new match.


    “No, we’re not, or…?” he continued, in a teasing tone. Minami glared at him. Shin looked away, snapping open his fan. In the circle, the two wrestlers moved toward one another warily. “Never mind,” he said. “Why sully what we have by defining it?”


    “I am starting to regret inviting you.”


    “Speaking of which, why did you?” Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Kasami take up a position nearby. Yoku shadowed her. The two bodyguards glared at one another. No love lost there, he knew.


    Minami was silent for a moment. Then, “What are your thoughts on marriage, Shin?”


    Shin affected a look of sadness. “We would be very unhappy, I fear.”


    Minami pinched the bridge of her nose. “No doubt,” she said, in a frosty tone.


    Shin pretended not to notice. “Forgive me, but it is something of an odd question. Perhaps if you came to the point?”


    “I have a problem.”


    Shin smiled at her. “There now. Was that so hard?”


    Minami looked at him. “You are not making this easy, Shin.”


    “You’re the one avoiding the subject,” Shin countered. Conversations with Minami were, at times, akin to a sparring match. “Whose marriage are you talking about? Not yours, I think. Certainly not mine – unless you know something I don’t. So, whose?”


    Minami sighed. “My cousin’s.”


    Shin frowned. There’d been some gossip of late about a wedding in the Lion quarter, but he’d paid it little attention, given that it wasn’t likely that he would be invited. “Your cousin… that would be Akodo Moriko, yes?”


    “Yes.”


    Shin hesitated, attempting to recall what he’d heard about the matter. Something about a delay due to the indisposition of the groom, one Itagawa Mosu. No, not indisposition – death. He looked at Minami. “I’d heard there was some… difficulty with the groom. Something about a shipwreck, I believe.”


    “Pirates,” she said. “Or so he claims.”


    “He’s alive?”


    “So he claims,” she repeated.


    Shin peered at her. “Either he is or is not.”


    “That is the problem,” Minami said, softly. “We do not know which it is.”


  




  

    Chapter Two


    Dead Man


    Shin stared at Minami. “How can there be any question as to such a thing?” he asked after a moment. “You’ve met him before, presumably.”


    “Yes, once,” she said, as if admitting to a breach of propriety. “A most unpleasant evening for all concerned.” She hesitated. “I came close to killing him.”


    Shin blinked at the bluntness of the admission. Minami wasn’t prone to hyperbole. If she claimed she had been close to murder, then her intended victim was very lucky to still be breathing. “I won’t ask why you didn’t, as it is obvious. But if you’ve met this… Mosu, wasn’t it? Itagawa Mosu?” At her nod, he continued, “If you’ve met him, and been driven almost to murder by him, how can you be uncertain as to his identity now?”


    Minami hesitated. Then, “His face – it’s impossible to recognize him. He claims to have been badly injured during his captivity. His family swear it is him, and my family are eager to believe them. But if we cannot identify him – if there is no proof, beyond his word…” She bowed her head and gripped her knees. “I must be certain.”


    Shin felt a twinge of pity. Minami was not built for uncertainty. Much like Kasami, she looked at the world through a warrior’s eyes. He cleared his throat. “And why do you doubt him? Has he said or done something to arouse concern?”


    “No,” Minami admitted. “He has been beyond reproach in all things.”


    “Then why suspect him?”


    “Because he has been beyond reproach. Before his… disappearance, he was a worm. A galling, insufferable creature. Always complaining, always pouting. Obnoxious.”


    Shin was momentarily taken aback by the vehemence of her tone. “Like me, you mean?” he asked. Minami blinked and looked at him.


    “No,” she said, after a moment. “No, Shin. You are obnoxious, yes. But you are not a worm.” She gave a brief smile. “I rather fancy you would have made a quick meal of him then, after the fashion of a Crane. You would have counted him among your favored prey.”


    Shin grasped her meaning immediately. “He’s a courtier, then.” That explained some of her dislike. Courtiers were not well respected among the Lion; they were regarded as a distasteful necessity, rather than a useful tool in the clan arsenal. “Do the Lion even have those?” he asked, in a teasing tone. “I thought you people only went to court under protest.”


    Minami sniffed. “We are as cultured as any great clan, Shin. That we do not flaunt that culture is no reason to doubt its existence.” She frowned. “He was a bad match, but both families approved nonetheless. They thought Moriko, my cousin, could… temper him, as befitting an Akodo.”


    “Change him for the better,” Shin supplied. Minami nodded. “Was she up to the challenge?” he asked. Another hesitation – a telling one. It wasn’t often he saw Minami uncertain. Normally she was sure-footed, even when making the wrong moves. But she was clearly on unfamiliar ground here. It was no wonder she’d contacted him.


    “She was willing to try,” Minami said. “It was her duty, as a daughter of the Akodo.”


    Shin snapped open his fan and gave it a flutter. “And now? Is she still willing to try?”


    Minami looked at him. “Why would she not be?”


    “Feelings change. People change. For instance, according to you, captivity has done wonders for the would-be groom’s personality.”


    Minami grunted. “No. She is overjoyed to see him. More so, in fact, than she was when they were first introduced.”


    “Oh?”


    “As I said, he is… different. Respectful. Mild of voice and bearing. Courteous, even.” She shook her head. “If the Itagawa hadn’t spoken for him, I would have sworn it was a different man.”


    “Have you mentioned these doubts to anyone else?” She looked away. Shin sighed. “Of course. Silly of me to ask. I take it that your suspicions were not welcomed.”


    “The Itagawa were insulted. They claimed I was trying to prevent the marriage.”


    “So, you decided to come to me instead. A neutral party.” A sensible strategy. And an interesting puzzle. The gong sounded again, signaling a new match and startling him in the process. He saw that one of the contestants was Gota’s niece, Reo. The other was a heavyset young man wearing Golden Frog colors. Both he and Minami paused to watch as the contestants made ready, Minami with evident interest.


    Shin studied her from behind his fan, watching her lips part, the slight intake of breath, the widening of the eyes. All familiar signs to a trained observer. He followed her gaze, and saw that it was fixed on Reo. That was interesting. He cleared his throat. “The reason for your invitation has become clear.”


    Minami didn’t reply, seemingly entranced as the young woman rolled her shoulders and cracked her neck before falling into the traditional squat. Shin coughed. Minami appeared to have forgotten his presence entirely. He prodded her with his fan, causing her to jump. “What?” she snapped guiltily.


    “Friend of yours?” he teased, indicating Reo.


    Minami flushed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    “Of course, how silly of me. Never mind.” He fluttered his fan and studied her over its top. “What exactly do you want of me?”


    “You like mysteries,” Minami said. “This is a mystery. Solve it.” Her eyes strayed again to the circle, where the young woman had begun to once more shove her opponent toward the edge of the circle. Unlike the fellow she was grappling with, her face showed little sign of strain or tension. It was as if she were shoving a bale of hay, rather than a living, struggling wrestler.


    “And why should I do that?” Shin asked lazily. Carefully. There had to be a reason Minami wanted him involved besides the obvious, and he wanted to know what it was before he made any promises.


    “Because I am asking you to,” she said. The words sounded as if they pained her.


    Shin was silent for a moment, considering. She hadn’t answered his question, but they could come back to that. “Very well. Answer some questions, if you would.”


    Minami gestured impatiently for him to continue. “Ask,” she said, her eyes on the circle once more. Reo had nearly forced her opponent all the way to the edge. He watched them push against one another for a moment, before turning back to Minami.


    “First, some context. This marriage… presumably it was meant to strengthen familial bonds between the Akodo and the Itagawa?”


    “Yes,” Minami said, tearing her gaze from the circle with visible reluctance. “A daughter of our family was to be married to a son of theirs.”


    Shin nodded. Such marriages were common among the clans. Families like the Itagawa might be vassals, but they had certain rights and privileges which must be upheld. One of those rights was to a dynastic marriage.


    From the perspective of the Akodo – or any of the great families – such an arrangement only made sense. The more blood ties there were between vassal and lord, the harder it would be for a rift to develop between the two families.


    “You said was,” Shin pointed out. “The marriage was called off, then?”


    “In all but name,” Minami said. Her eyes strayed to the circle once again. “When word reached us last year about the attack on the vessel Mosu was traveling aboard, many gave him up for dead.”


    “Were you one of them?”


    She grimaced, as if embarrassed. “Yes.”


    “I see. And how did you learn of his survival?”


    “The Itagawa informed us, prior to his arrival in the city some days ago.” She frowned. “Apparently, they had known of his survival for some months. Why they chose to keep it a secret, I do not know.”


    “Perhaps they shared your doubts as to his identity,” Shin ventured.


    “If so, he managed to convince them he was who he claimed to be,” Minami said. “As I said, they fully support proceeding with the wedding.”


    Shin nodded. “Did he happen to explain to them how he managed to escape? Given your description of him, presumably he wasn’t actually on the vessel that was attacked by these pirates you mentioned.”


    Minami shook her head. “He claims that he was taken captive, and that they meant to ransom him.”


    “He escaped, then?”


    Minami nodded. “That is what he says.”


    Something in her tone caught Shin’s attention. “You doubt his account of the affair?”


    “I do.”


    “Why?”


    A faint sneer danced across her features. “He was no fighter.”


    Shin frowned. “One doesn’t have to fight to escape. Greed can be as keen as any blade, and bribery is generally approved of in piratical circles. Or so I’m told.”


    She paused. “He does claim to have secreted coins in the lining of his robes.” Her expression made it clear that she thought this preposterous. Shin coughed lightly and her eyes narrowed. “What? What is it?”


    Shin proffered his sleeve. Minami stared at him for a moment, and then touched the material. Her eyes widened, and Shin knew that she’d felt the money sewn into the lining of his sleeve. She grunted in surprise and Shin pulled his sleeve back. “It’s a common precaution among courtiers of a certain… predisposition, you might say.”


    “Ones prone to vice and foolishness, you mean.”


    Shin inclined his head. “Only to be used for emergencies, of course. And depending on the thickness of the robes and their general quality, all but undetectable to the naked eye. Of course, one wonders why the pirates didn’t steal his robes as well as everything else.”


    “He didn’t say,” Minami growled softly.


    Shin peered at her. “Did you ask?”


    “Yes.”


    “And?” Shin pressed, though gently. Minami shook her head and looked away. It was clear she didn’t want to discuss it, yet she had invited him along to do that very thing. He was impressed, though he was careful not to let it show on his face.


    “He claims to have escaped during a brawl,” she said. “He says the pirates turned on one another when they realized his true worth. Some wanted to kill him then and there, while others wanted to ransom him.”


    “An improbable occurrence, but not impossible,” Shin allowed, though privately he doubted that such things occurred outside of pillow books. From what he’d been told about the life of a pirate, it was rather more sedate than that. Threats and extortion? Yes. But unnecessary carnage was frowned upon. “So he escapes, and returns to his family. They presumably verified his identity before informing the Akodo, who decided that the word of the Itagawa was unimpeachable.”


    “Yes,” Minami grunted. “To question them would be to imply that we doubted their competence. Or so they insisted, when I mentioned needing proof of Mosu’s identity.”


    “I see,” Shin said. “And the Akodo accepted this… why?” Minami fell silent. Shin waited, but no answer was forthcoming. He decided to change tactics. “A moment ago, I asked you what you expected of me. You didn’t answer me.”


    “I told you I wanted you to solve the mystery,” Minami protested.


    “And then what?” Shin murmured. “The decision has been made. All parties seem satisfied. What will discovery of fraud do, save make a lot of very important people unhappy?” He snapped his fan shut. “What does it matter to me if your cousin marries an impostor? What does it matter to anyone, really? Both families seem satisfied and Moriko, by your own admission, prefers the new Mosu. So why interfere?”


    Minami was silent for long moments. Then, “It matters to me,” she said softly. “If he is a fraud, she must know. It is not for anyone else to decide her fate. But she cannot make that decision without the truth.”


    Shin looked away from her bright gaze. Minami armored herself in the regalia of duty and disdain, and it was rare that he got a glimpse of what lay beneath. That she’d allowed him to see such vulnerability convinced him she was honest in her desire for his help. He took a breath and nodded. “Let me think on it.”


    “But–” she began. Shin interrupted her with a flick of his fan.


    “It is no little thing you ask, Minami. There is much rough water between the Crane and the Lion, and to cross it will be dangerous. For both you and me. If your clan were to learn you’d employed someone to investigate this matter – a Crane, no less – your position might become untenable. And if I were found to be interfering in the business of the Lion, well… I shudder to think what might result. No. Give me time to consider the matter.”


    Minami frowned, but nodded. “You are right, of course. I wasn’t thinking.”


    Shin chuckled and stood. “You should know by now, dear Minami, that I am always right. Expect a response tonight.” He looked down at her, and then at the circle, where Reo had spread her arms in victory. “She is quite pretty, you know.”


    Minami jolted in her seat and scowled up at him. “Shut up.”


    “My apologies. But, one last question, if I might…”


    Minami gave him a suspicious look. “Go ahead…”


    “Why here?”


    She blinked in surprise. “I have been tasked with organizing the… festivities, for the wedding. I am supposed to be looking for wrestlers for a tournament to be held at the Rich Frog Dojo, in honor of the newlyweds. Moriko is quite the fan of sumai. I have never seen the appeal myself.” But she was watching Reo as she said it.


    “Ah, that explains it,” Shin said. Such a role was a high honor in most clans, though he didn’t say as much. Doubtless Minami didn’t regard it that way. She probably thought of it as a form of punishment. Then, given the way she was looking at Reo, maybe not.


    Minami turned away. “Go away now, Shin.”


    Shin smiled and bowed. “Of course. I shall let you know my answer tonight.”


  




  

    Chapter Three


    Gossip


    “Tonight? You’re not giving yourself much time, Shin.” Iuchi Konomi put her book aside and smiled. “A matter such as this requires some thought, I believe.”


    “I don’t know what you mean.” Shin closed his own book with a sigh and turned to his guest. “Have you ever read Hida Chiyo’s A Year on the Wall?”


    The two were in Shin’s private box in the newly refurbished Foxfire Theater. It was early in the day and the theater was all but empty. On stage, members of the Three Flower Troupe practiced for their next performance, moving through a dizzying array of routines. Practice swords cracked and red-dyed ribbon flurried as the villain collapsed in a heap.


    Shin found observing such practices remarkably calming, especially on days like this. His box had become something of a refuge for him in recent days. It was the easiest place from which to conduct his day-to-day business without fear of interruption. It was also much cooler than his home, with the stone foundations of the theater drawing up the chill of the river and dispersing it throughout the building.


    “Not that I can recall,” Konomi replied. She was, he noted, looking as pleased with herself as ever. Even seated, she was taller than he was, with the sort of figure that inspired awe and dread in equal measure. She reminded him somewhat of Reo in that regard, and he idly wondered whether Konomi had ever given any thought to stepping into a sumai circle.


    “You should. Fascinating work. There’s a certain blunt poetry to her writing, like a tiger on a leash. Or rather, a crab.” He tapped the book against his chest in time to the music rising up from the stage as he took a seat opposite Konomi. He set the book down on his writing desk and smiled. “Thank you for being patient. I’ve been trying to finish reading it for a week now. It was starting to gnaw at me.”


    Konomi waved his apology aside with a languid gesture. “Anytime, Shin. I know what it’s like. A life of constant interruptions is the burden we must bear as nobles.”


    “And thank you for meeting me here,” Shin added. Like himself, Konomi wasn’t one for propriety, or boundaries for that matter. But of late, it seemed as if she’d been at his home more than her own. People were beginning to talk, and in a city like this one, gossip was its own form of currency. Then, perhaps that was her goal. One could never tell with Konomi. Either way, he didn’t mind. Gossip was good for his reputation.


    “Well, anything to get out and about.” Konomi paused, and her expression became calculating. “But we were speaking of your encounter with the Lion. And this ridiculous task you’ve given yourself.”


    “Hardly ridiculous. And I haven’t agreed to anything yet.” He was about to elaborate when one of his servants entered the box, carrying a tray with tea and millet cakes. “Ah, Niko. Punctual as ever.”


    Niko was the youngest of his household’s three servants. She was also a spy, though not a very good one, perchance due to her relative youth. Or the fact she was covering for one of the others – a possibility Shin had considered more than once. She scurried forward, deposited her burden, and hurried out. Shin watched her go and then checked the temperature of the tea. It was warm, but not as much as it ought to have been. “I wonder how long she was listening at the door before she decided to come in?” he murmured idly.


    Konomi studied the millet cakes hungrily. “Oh, not long enough to hear anything of value, I should think. Why?”


    “I’m fairly certain she’s a spy.”


    “Not one of mine, I assure you,” Konomi said, with obvious humor. “From your tone, she must be quite bad at it. Perhaps I should ask one of my people to speak with her.”


    “And make her better at spying on me, you mean?”


    “I hate to see talent go to waste, is all.”


    Shin tapped the pot. “Niko can barely make tea.”


    “But she moves well. She is polite and pretty. With some proper training she would be quite the little sneak. Or do you prefer her to be terrible at her job?” Konomi waved aside his reply. “No, no. I understand. It must be exhausting to live in your head, Shin. A spy who is not very good at spying must come as something of a relief to you.”


    Shin stared at her for a moment, then sighed. “It does, yes. But I see no reason you can’t help her, if you wish. I’m sure the Daidoji Trading Council would be grateful to you. Perhaps they’d even send you a gift.”


    “In the form of money, one hopes.”


    Shin laughed. “Not likely.”


    Konomi looked around. “Where’s the other one, by the way? The shifty one with the missing finger. He’s usually close to hand.”


    “Kitano? On an errand,” Shin said without elaborating. After speaking with Minami, he’d sent Kitano to look for a woman named Lun – a ship’s captain of his acquaintance who owed him a favor or three. If anyone knew anything about the pirate attack Minami had mentioned, it would be Lun. Especially as she was a former pirate herself.


    Konomi was not to be deterred. “What sort of errand?”


    “Looking for someone,” Shin said, with a sigh.


    “Or something? A game of dice, perhaps?” The question sounded innocent enough, but the look on Konomi’s face was anything but.


    Shin paused, his cup of tea halfway to his lips. “Now why would I be looking for a game of dice? I am entirely too busy these days to partake in such vulgar activities.”


    Konomi snorted. “But you like to know when and where they’re taking place, don’t you? I heard that your shiftless servant was seen slinking about a certain house of ill repute a few weeks ago, looking to hire the services of a–”


    “That was for an investigation,” Shin said quickly.


    “Was it? And what were you looking for there, I wonder?” Konomi selected a millet cake and took a nibble. “Delicious.”


    “I’ll let Kitano know,” Shin said primly. The former gambler had many hidden talents. Making millet cakes was apparently one of them. Konomi raised an eyebrow, but continued to eat. “As to the rest, I was looking for a name, which Kitano found.” He paused. “Why are you concerned about such things? You sound like Kasami.”


    “She and I share a most burdensome task – keeping you alive. She protects your body, but someone must safeguard your reputation.”


    Shin laughed lightly. “And you’ve taken that responsibility on yourself, have you?” The thought wasn’t an unpleasant one. Konomi had become a friend in the time that he’d known her, and her counsel was always appreciated – if not necessarily heeded. It was why he sought her advice.


    Konomi inclined her head. “I am nothing if not generous.” She paused. “But you were saying something about not having agreed to anything.”


    “I haven’t decided whether to help her yet,” Shin said as he reached for his tea. “I wanted to talk to you first, before I made any plans.”


    Konomi smiled widely. “Oh Shin, it’s wonderful to hear you say that. You’ve finally realized that I know what’s best for you.”


    Shin nearly choked on a swallow of tea. “Not quite,” he wheezed. “I wanted to ask you about the wedding; specifically, about the groom, Itagawa Mosu.”


    “You mean you wanted to gossip,” Konomi said teasingly.


    Shin coughed. “Yes, please.”


    Konomi sighed and arranged her sleeves. “You know, if you paid more attention to what went on around you, you’d be better informed.”


    “I only pay attention to things that interest me,” Shin said.


    She batted her eyes in a most unsettling manner. “Does that include me?”


    “So far. Itagawa Mosu.”


    Konomi frowned. “He was dead. Now he’s not.” She hesitated. “It’s quite the story, really. The wedding was originally set for last year, but was delayed when the ship carrying Mosu was attacked by pirates. A fishing boat from a nearby village witnessed the whole thing, apparently. They reported it to the city, but by the time the Kaeru and the Lion got there the ship had been burnt to the water line, and there was no sign of the passengers.”


    “Passengers – as in more than one?” Minami hadn’t mentioned that.


    Konomi nodded. “Mosu had servants. A lot of them, by all accounts.”


    “The pirates took them all for ransom?”


    “It happens more than anyone cares to admit,” Konomi said.


    “But Mosu is the only one who escaped,” Shin said.


    “Yes.” Konomi paused. “Minami suspects something, doesn’t she?”


    “Whatever gave you that idea?”


    “Besides the fact she wanted to speak to you in private? Mosu wears a mempo now, on account of a disfiguring injury. Or so it is claimed.” Konomi gestured to her face. “Rumor has it the pirates cut pieces off to send to the Akodo as proof of life.”


    “What sort of pieces?”


    Konomi gave an elegant shrug. “Lips, ears, nose, it depends on who’s telling the story really. The only constant is that he was quite handsome, and now, he is not.” She leaned forward. “Minami thinks he’s a fake.”


    “Yes,” Shin admitted. “Though she seems to be the only one.”


    Konomi snorted. “I met him once. Briefly. If he is actually dead, well, it’s no real loss. He was a vile little man. All poison and innuendo.”


    “A courtier, you mean.”


    “No, Shin. Mosu was no Lion, but rather a viper. He caused trouble wherever he went. He was careless of others’ secrets, or maybe he simply delighted in making things difficult for his peers.”


    Shin shook his head in puzzlement. “Knowing the Lion as I do, I find it hard to believe that no one ever challenged him to a duel.”


    Konomi’s smile was brittle. “From what I’ve heard, he was an expert at pushing things just far enough to make people unhappy but not far enough to warrant a formal challenge.”


    Shin flinched inwardly. That sounded unpleasantly familiar. He pushed the thought aside and asked, “What about informal?”


    “Ah, well. There are rumors about that as well. Mosu’s manservant figures in most of those. An odious creature named Jiro. Your man Kitano probably knows more about him than I do, given that they likely traveled in the same circles.”


    Shin sat back, a speculative look on his face. He made a note to talk to Kitano later. “Is that so? How intriguing. What else can you tell me about this fellow – or fellows, rather?”


    “Not much. Most of what I know about Mosu is secondhand. I know even less about Jiro, other than that he supposedly wasn’t unfamiliar with a sword. Though he reportedly preferred knives.”


    Shin was silent for a time. Then, “Why would the Akodo think a man like Mosu was a good match for one of their daughters?”


    Konomi chuckled. “You’d have to ask them. Frankly, I’d love to be a fly on the wall if you do.” She paused. “When you do, I mean.”


    “You assume I’m going to help Minami.”


    “Of course you are. It would be ridiculous to pretend otherwise, Shin. You are bored, and here is a pretty little mystery for you.” Konomi gestured. “It is obvious.” She paused. “Dangerous, though. Minami must be desperate to ask you to involve yourself.”


    “Yes.”


    “Which is why you’re going to help her.” Konomi paused. “I can’t imagine how you’re going to conduct one of your little investigations. Lion weddings are notorious for being insular affairs. No one outside the clan is invited to the accompanying festivities.”


    “I’ve already got a plan in mind.”


    “Oh? Do tell.”


    “Not just yet,” Shin said. Konomi pouted, but didn’t argue the point. Shin paused and studied her. “Tell me what you think. Not facts, but feelings. Why that match?”


    Konomi leaned back. “Ah. I can only guess, you know. The Lion is not the Unicorn. We do such things differently.”


    Shin gestured, accepting this qualification. “Even so.”


    She selected another cake and broke it in half, offering him a piece. He took it and she said, “Money is the simplest explanation.”


    Shin raised an eyebrow. “Are the Akodo in need of funds?”


    “Not in any way that a layman might notice. But to someone like myself, or your friend Kenzō, it would be obvious.” She paused, then smiled slyly. “How is he, by the way? Flown back to the nest yet?”


    “You know very well he hasn’t,” Shin said testily.


    “I did warn you.”


    “Stop changing the subject. The Akodo are in financial difficulties?”


    “Minor ones. The boat is not sinking; it merely has a leak. Easily patched by the application of funds. Thus, a marriage is arranged.” She gestured with her cake. “As to why Mosu, presumably because the Itagawa offered the best price. They did so because Mosu is a wastrel, and his only value is in the potential heirs lurking in his loins.”


    “That sounds familiar,” Shin muttered. Konomi snorted. Shin ignored her and continued, “You say the Akodo’s difficulties aren’t apparent to outsiders… what about those within the clan?”


    “You mean the other vassal families?”


    “Yes, but not just them. The Matsu, the Kitsu, the Ikoma – they all might have reason to see the Akodo humbled, however slightly.”


    “Possibly,” Konomi said, her tone doubtful. “But to suspect them of attempting to sabotage a wedding in such a manner… that is dangerous thinking, Shin.” She looked at him. “You must be careful in this; the way of the courtier is not that of the Lion.”


    “I have met Lion courtiers,” Shin protested.


    “But were they truly courtiers, or merely at court?” Konomi shook her head. “Besides which, this is a different field of battle entirely.”


    “I know.” Shin nibbled on his piece of cake and smiled. “I’m rather looking forward to it.”


  




  

    Chapter Four


    Arrangements


    Shin leaned over his writing desk and studied the missive before him. Konomi had departed earlier, though not without a final warning. Shin appreciated her concern, but thought it was a trifle overblown. There was danger, true, and her worries weren’t completely unfounded. The Lion and Crane had been at each other’s throats since the beginnings of the empire. Their repeated clashes, often as bloody as they were unnecessary, had inspired plays, books, songs – puppet shows, even.


    But he hadn’t been alone in his box for long; only moments ago, Kasami had shown in Ito, one of the trio of merchants whose activities Shin had initially been dispatched to the City of the Rich Frog to oversee. The merchants were the sole interest the Daidoji Trading Council maintained in the city, finding it overcrowded with factions.


    Of the three, Ito was the only one whose name he’d bothered to learn and for good reason. Ito had a mind as keen as a well-honed blade hidden behind his guileless smile and eyes and ears that saw and heard everything in the city. Like Konomi, he was a collector of gossip and innuendo; unlike her, he was more than happy to share it free of charge.


    Ito waited patiently for Shin to finish what he was working on. He was a short man, stout and as bald as an egg. His merchant’s robes were well-made, but lacking utterly in the ostentation that usually marked the servants of the Crane.


    At last, Shin set his quill aside. “Thank you for waiting, Ito. I’m finished for the moment, though. We may resume our conversation.”


    “A letter of some importance then, my lord?”


    “Just an invitation. Nothing special.” Shin paused. “Ito, have you ever read Hida Chiyo’s A Year on the Wall?” He tapped the book, where it sat beside him. “You’d find it interesting, I think.”


    “I am not familiar with that particular work, my lord. What is it about?”


    “The Crab, mostly. Never mind. You’re not here to talk about my tastes in literature. You are here to tell me how much money I’ve lost the Crane.”


    Ito smiled thinly. “I am pleased to say none, my lord. In fact, you have increased revenue substantially with your recent efforts on our behalf.” He indicated a small stack of ledgers beside him. Ito wisely kept his own set of books. Shin’s own attempts at bookkeeping were lackadaisical at best. While he found the cut and thrust of financial dealings invigorating, the paperwork it inevitably required was stultifying.


    “And my investments?” Shin asked.


    Ito paused. “The theater eats money like a starving wolf, obviously. But the soy sauce brewery and Captain Lun’s shipping venture are both doing better than expected. The brewery in particular is coming along nicely. Nozomi is an artist. Taking care of his money woes has freed him to perfect his recipe.” Ito smiled slyly. “I am also given to understand a certain prominent soy merchant is quite unhappy with how well his rival is doing, in fact.”


    Shin hid a smile. “Is he? How sad. It was not my intention to undercut Master Odoma’s business.” He slid his metal-tined fan out of his sleeve and snapped it open with a brief flutter. “Be sure to remind me to send him a bottle of Nozomi’s finest sauce by way of apology.”


    Ito bit back a laugh. Odoma had been the previous owner of the theater, and had become quite vociferous in his belief that Shin had somehow cheated him. Shin suspected that Odoma was the reason that Kenzō was investigating his activities. However, of late, the soy merchant had been thankfully quiet. Perhaps he was waiting to see what came of Kenzō’s efforts. Shin cleared his throat.


    “Onto a different matter. Lady Konomi tells me that representatives of the Crab have been scuttling about, looking for a ready source of paper.”


    Ito gave a small smile. “Ah. The cloud lifts.”


    “Eh?”


    “The book. I wondered what had provoked your interest in such things.”


    Shin gave an embarrassed smile. Ito was correct of course, as always. “Yes, well, perhaps we should extend an invitation to them… discreetly, of course. The bad blood between the Crab and the Crane might prevent them from immediately seeing the sense of such a proposal.”


    Ito grimaced – a brief flicker of expression, quickly banished by the bald man. But Shin saw it, and took note. It was rare that Ito’s composure was shaken. “You think that a mistake?” Shin asked thoughtfully.
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